
CHESHIRE WEST AND CHESTER     
 

REPORT TO CABINET 
 

 
Date of Meeting:  5 February 2020 
 
Report of:   Director of Places Strategy 
 
Cabinet Member:  Richard Beacham – Housing, Regeneration and Growth 
 

Title:    Housing Management Services Budget 2020-21 

 
Is this a Key Decision*?             No  
 
*One that affects finances over £1m or significantly affects two or more wards 
If this is a key decision then the item must be on the current forward plan of key decisions.  
 
 

1. What is the report about? 
 

1.1.  This report sets out the proposed Housing Management Services Budget 
(Housing Revenue Account) for 2020-21, including details of the proposed rent 
increase.   

 
1.2. The report also provides an update on the most recent Government 

announcements affecting Council housing including consultations on the 
Regulation of Social Housing.  
     

2. Recommendations 
 

2.1      Cabinet is asked to consider and approve for recommendation to Council: 
 

(i)  A rent increase of Consumer Price Index (CPI) of 1.7% + 1% 
 implemented from April 2020  

(ii)  A CPI increase in garage rents of 1.7%    
(iii)  A CPI increase in Lifeline charges of 1.7% 
(iv)  No increase in the management charge for leaseholders  
(v)  The proposed budget for the HRA as set out in Appendix 1. 

 
3. Reasons for the Recommendations 

 
3.1 To ensure that the Council can implement a rent increase in line with current 

government guidelines, along with lifeline charges and management charges 
for leaseholders, and a setting of garage rents, with effect from April 2020. 

 
 
 
 



4. Background 
 
4.1 Each year the Council sets the rent and budget for its council owned housing. 

For the last 4 years the Government has required social housing providers to 
reduce rents by 1% each year, but in February 2019 the Government 
announced that Registered Providers (including Local Authorities) are 
permitted to increase their rents by CPI + 1% for the next 5 years.  
 

4.2 In September 2018 Government consulted Registered Providers on the 
proposal to allow them to increase rents by up to the Consumer Price Index 
(CPI) + 1% for the next five years, and the unanimous response was that this 
was the minimum required to make up for the rent reductions imposed over 
the last four years.  The Government stipulates the use of the Consumer Price 
Index, this is a measure that examines the weighted average of prices of a 
basket of consumer goods and services, such as transportation, food, and 
medical care. It is calculated by taking price changes for each item in the 
predetermined basket of goods and averaging them 
 

4.3 On the 26th February 2019, the Regulator of Social Housing published a 
Direction on the Rent Standard 2019 (the “Rent Standard”) and a Policy 
Statement on Rent for Social Housing that was to be effected from 1st April 
2020. The Rent Standard includes two main revisions: the first allows 
Registered Providers (including local authorities) to increase rents by up to 
CPI + 1% annually for the next 5 years. The second extends the scope of the 
Standard, which currently applies only to private registered providers, to 
include local authorities. 
 

4.4 The Council’s housing stock is managed by ForHousing under a housing 
management contract, with expiry of the initial term in July 2027. The Council 
works closely with ForHousing to set budgets and implement improvement 
programmes to:  

 facilitate the maintenance and improvement of the Council’s housing stock; 
and 

 manage and monitor ForHousing’s performance.  
 

4.5 This will be the first rent increase experienced by tenants in 5 years. The 
proposed increase is 2.7%, based on CPI of 1.7% in September 2019. Whilst 
the Council appreciates the benefits of a rent reduction for tenants, this 
increase will enable the Council to continue to implement its 30 year 
investment plan which was adopted by Cabinet in October 2019 and included 
the Sutton Way regeneration project. Around 60% of Council tenants receive a 
welfare benefit that helps to covers their housing costs and any increase in 
rents will mean the benefit received will increase. If tenants have difficulties 
paying their rent, ForHousing and the Council have teams that provide support 
and advice to help individual households. 
 

4.6 The role of the Council as a major housing stock owner in the Borough is 
significant. The Council plays a direct role in meeting housing needs in 
Ellesmere Port and Neston and now that our housebuilding programme has 
extended into other areas of the Borough, the role we play is extended to 



Winsford.   
 

4.7  The Council in the last 2 years, working in partnership with ForHousing, has: 

 Built circa. 300 new council homes 

 Fitted 205 kitchens 

 Fitted 302 bathrooms 

 Completed sprinkler installation in the high rise blocks and adopted a 

proactive approach to fire safety improvements 

 Match funded £500,000 of European funding to provide energy efficiency 

measures in our housing stock. 

 Reduced void turn-around time 

 Continued to meet rent collection targets during the rollout of Universal 

Credit in the area 

 Introduced a wellbeing service to support some of our most vulnerable 

tenants 

 Established a social prescribing project which aims to connect Cheshire 

West &Chester tenants, via their GP, to support in their local community. 

 

4.8 Since 2012-13 a total of £60.2 million has been spent on improving Council 
housing. This has resulted in over 99.8% of the housing stock being classified 
as being a decent standard. Achieving decency across 100% of the stock is 
very difficult as every year, due to property elements reaching the end of their 
serviceable life, some properties fail to meet the necessary decent standards. 
The Council therefore requires an ongoing cyclical maintenance programme to 
ensure that there is much needed continual investment is our homes.  
 

4.9 The new 30 year investment plan is funded from rental income. The proposed 
increase will fund a £159 million investment programme in the housing stock, 
improving lives for tenants, and ensuring the quality of our homes and 
neighbourhoods are maintained. A summary of the main areas of planned 
expenditure are in the table below: 
 
 

 

£ 

Statutory Compliance & Fire Safety 1,521,252 

Demand Led Elements 38,806,950 

Decent Homes Compliance (modernity led) 38,013,485 

Preventing ingress of Weather and Intruders 27,511,651 

High and Low Rise Investment Plan 11,319,542 

ERDF Energy Efficiency Works 500,000 

Sutton Way  13,900,000 

Neighbourhood Improvement Schemes 12,880,000 

Garages Sites 1,398,571 

Contingency and Other Lower Priority Capital 13,171,020 

Total 30 Year Investment 159,022,471 

 



5. Housing Revenue Account (HRA) 2020-21 
 
5.1 The proposed HRA budget for 2020-21 is attached as Appendix 1 sections 6 

through to 8 provide specific details of various elements of the budget. 
 
6. Rents  
 
6.1 The CPI + 1% rent increase will see the average weekly rent of the Council’s 

social housing increase by 2.7% from £78.77 to £80.90. In 2015-16, prior to the 
rent reductions, the average weekly rent was £80.69. The average weekly rent 
of the Council’s affordable housing will increase from £104.13 to £106.95. 

6.2 The number of Council properties owned at the end of December 2019 was 
5,472. Under the Right to Buy Scheme, 179 council houses were sold to 
tenants between 1st April 2017 and the 31st December 2019. During the same 
period the Council built 208 new properties including 20 shared ownership units. 
For the first time in over 30 years, the number of homes owned by the Council 
has increased. 

6.3 For illustrative purposes, the table below shows indicative rents for Weaver Vale 
Housing Trust and the Council, both of whom are proposing to increase their 
rents by CPI + 1%. Weaver Vale Housing Trust average rents include both 
social and affordable rents. The table includes the affordable rent levels for new 
build Council houses 

  Average Rent 2019/20 Indicative Average Rent 2020/21 

Number of 
Bedrooms 

Council 
Social 
Housing  
Rents 

Council 
Affordable 
Housing  
Rents 

Weaver 
Vale 
Housing 
Trust 

Council 
Social 
Housing 
Rents 

Council 
Affordable 
Housing 
Rents 

Weaver 
Vale 
Housing 
Trust 

 
£ £ £ £ £ £ 

Bedsits & 1 
Bed 

71.88 86.75 81.52 73.82 89.10 83.66 

2 78.65 106.44 91.96 80.77 109.31 95.04 

3 82.33 122.82 103.93 84.55 126.14 106.90 

4 85.61 - 114.01 87.92  117.39 

5 80.35 - 132.96 82.52  136.55 

6+ 88.95 - 124.81 91.35  128.18 

Average 78.77 104.13 95.24 80.90 106.95 98.10 

 
6.4 Rents for New Build 
 
6.4.1 The Council is currently on site completing the final phase of 230 new council 

homes; by the end of December 2019, 208 of the 230 units had been handed 
over (20 Shared Ownership and 188 Affordable Rent). The rents for these new 
properties will be charged at an affordable rent which is 80% of the market 
rent (see Table at paragraph 6.3). 



6.5 Garage Rents  
 

6.5.1 It is proposed that there should be an increase in garage rents for 2020-21 of 
1.7% in line with CPI. This will increase the average cost of a garage rent from 
£5.90 to £6.00 per week. At 31st December 2019 there were 1,425 garages, of 
which 537 were unlet. A programme of garage demolition works has begun. 
This will initially focus on those sites that pose health and safety risks and 
have low occupancy rates. Wherever possible these sites will be used to 
create additional parking provision for residents.  
 

7.0 Lifeline Alarm Call System 
 

7.1 Currently 374 council tenants receive life line services at a cost of £2.42 per 
week. 127 private residents also receive the life line service at a cost of £3.03 
per week.  It is proposed to increase these charges by 1.7% in line with CPI to 
£2.46 and £3.08 respectively. 
 

8.0 Leaseholder Charges 
 
8.1 It is proposed that there is no increase to the management charge for 

leaseholders. The reason for this is that the management charge can only 
cover the actual costs of running the service. The service was reviewed by 
ForHousing during 2019 and efficiencies identified, meaning the cost of 
running the service has not increased in line with inflation. The review has 
ensured the quality of the service remains excellent despite the reduction in 
running costs. There are currently 327 leaseholders.  
 

9.0 Housing Management Contract Performance 
 
9.1 ForHousing took over the Housing Management contract on 1st July 2017. The 

contract runs for 10 years, with an optional two year extension. The contract is 
managed via a robust performance management framework that monitors 
performance across a number of service areas, rent collection and arrears, 
repairs and maintenance, customer satisfaction, health and safety compliance 
and social value. Performance has been consistently good from the start of the 
new contract, with all KPIs meeting or exceeding the targets.  
 

9.2 Health and safety compliance is key area of focus for performance 
management. ForHousing have consistently maintained a 100% record for gas 
safety checks and have undertaken an accelerated programme of work to 
bring the frequency of all electrical inspections in line with the industry 
recommended period of 5 years. In addition, a number of proactive fire safety 
measures have been implemented in order to further protect tenants. 
 

9.3 The Council is also providing match funding for a European Structural and 
Investment Fund project that will fit 178 solar PV panels to Council houses and 
provide 22 houses with external wall insulation. 

 
 
 



10. National Policy Context 
 
10.1 It is useful to note and be aware of the changing national policy context. The    

Regulator of Social Housing (RSH) regulates registered providers of social        
housing to promote a viable, efficient and well-governed social housing sector        
able to deliver homes that meet a range of needs. The RSH is an executive        
non-departmental public body, sponsored by the Ministry of Housing,         
Communities and Local Government. Some of the key changes are outlined in 
the following paragraphs below: 
 

10.2 The Regulatory Standards that apply to Local Authorities 
 

10.2.1 In May 2019, the Regulator of Social Housing (RSH) wrote to all Local 
authorities to remind them of their responsibility to comply with the consumer 
standards, in particular the Homes Standard. In its letter Councils were asked 
to alert elected members to the role of elected council cabinet members to 
ensure compliance with all regulatory requirements.  The regulatory standards 
that Social and Local Authority housing providers are expected to meet are: 

• The Economic standards and 
• The Consumer standards. 

 
10.2.2 Regulatory standards contain specific expectations and outcomes that          

registered housing providers are expected to achieve. Register Providers’            
Board Members and local authority Councillors who govern service delivery           
are responsible for meeting the relevant standards and determining how this is           
done. Other than the Rent Standard (detailed above and in para 10.4), the            
economic standards do not apply to local authorities.  The consumer            
standards apply to all registered providers, including local authorities. 

 
10.3 Consumer Standards 

 
10.3.1 The Regulator’s role is to set the consumer standards and to intervene where 

failure to meet the standards has or might cause serious harm to tenants. The 
4 consumer standards are: 

 Home Standard (2015) 

 Tenancy Standard (2015) 

 Neighbourhood & Community Standard (2015) 

 Tenant Involvement & Empowerment Standard (2017) 
A report will be taken to Places Strategy Scrutiny Committee during 2020-21 
to provide assurance that the Council is meeting these consumer standard 
obligations. 

 
10.4 Rent Standard 

 
10.4.1 The Rent Standard includes two main revisions: the first allows registered 

providers to increase rents by up to CPI + 1% annually for the next 5 years; 
the second extends the scope of the Standard, to include local authorities.  

 
 
 



10.4.2 Rent Standard - Background  
Most local authority rented properties are let on ‘social’ rents, calculated in 
accordance a Government formula introduced in 2001. The formula was set 
out in guidance which local authorities were expected to have regard, but not 
required to follow. Until 2016, effective control of local authority rents was 
achieved indirectly through the Housing Benefit system, limiting the payment 
of housing benefit subsidy to a Limit Rent set annually by the Department of 
Work and Pensions (DWP).  

 
10.4.3 In contrast, the rents charged by private registered providers, were required to 

comply with a standard issued by the Social Housing Regulator and its 
predecessors. From April 2016, registered providers were required to reduce 
almost all rents by 1% a year for a period of 4 years ending in March 2020.  In 
September 2018, the Government consulted on any rent increases would be 
implemented, and published a draft Policy Statement on Rents for Social 
Housing and a Direction to the Regulator of Social Housing. 

 
10.4.4 In October 2017 the Government announced that, with effect from April 2020, 

registered providers would be allowed to increase rents annually by up to 1% 
above the increase in Consumer Prices Index. Following consultation, the 
Government issued the Policy Statement and a Direction, substantially un-
amended, in February 2019.  

 
10.4.5In May 2019 the Regulator for Social Housing launched a consultation on a                

revised Rent Standard in order to give effect to the Direction. In October 2019                      
the Regulator confirmed that the revised Rent Standard reflected the                     
provisions of the Direction. The new Rent Standard was finalised and will                      
come into effect on 1st April 2020. 

 
10.5 Revised Rent Standard – main provisions  

 
10.5.1 The Standard requires that registered providers (including local authorities) 

must set rents from 1 April 2020 in accordance with the Government’s Policy 
Statement on Rents for Social Housing 2018.  The Rent Standard applies to 
‘low cost rental’ accommodation, as defined by section 69 of the Housing and 
Regeneration Act 2008.  
 

10.5.2 The Rent Standard does not apply to certain housing and tenant categories, 
such as shared ownership and specialised supported accommodation, and to 
properties let to tenants with household income above £60,000.  
 

10.5.3 The Standard includes a formula for calculating the “2020 limit” which is the 
maximum weekly rent for an existing tenant in 2020/21. A new tenant may be 
charged up to formula rent plus a flexibility allowance of 5%, or 10% in 
supported accommodation. The Rent Standard includes a requirement that 
local authority registered providers should communicate with the Regulator in 
an accurate and timely manner, including in relation to all data and information 
required by the Regulator in respect of compliance with the Standard. The 
Regulator is expected to consult separately on the details of the information 
requirements. 



 

10.5.4 The Council’s rent proposals are consistent with the provisions outlined in the 
Rent Standard and the recommended rent increases are as per the direction 
of the Social Housing Regulator. 

 
11  How does the decision contribute to the Council’s Plan? 
 
11.4 Approving the HRA Budget for 2020-21 directly contributes to one of the key 

outcomes identified in the Council Plan, namely: good quality and affordable    
housing that meets the needs of our diverse communities. 

 
11.5 Given that access to appropriate and sustainable housing is such an important 

element of maintaining health and wellbeing, including mental and emotional 
wellbeing, it also supports the delivery of other key outcomes identified in the 
Council Plan, including:  

 Older people and vulnerable adults are compassionately supported to 
lead fulfilled and independent lives 

 Vulnerable adults feel safe and are protected  

 Families, children and young people are supported to get the best start in 
life. 

 
12 How does the decision contribute to Closer Working with Partners? 

 
12.4 ForHousing is the Council’s appointed housing management contractor and 

partner and this report brings together expertise from them, tenants, the 
Council and other partners to make improvements to the Council’s housing 
stock. 

     
13 What will it cost? 
 
13.4 The associated costs form part of the Council’s Housing Revenue Account 

(HRA) which operates on a self- financing basis, underpinned by the Housing 
Revenue Account Financial Model. The full detail of the HRA budget for 
2020/21 is set out in Appendix 1 and provides a breakdown of income and 
expenditure. From April 2020 the management fee will be subject to inflation 
so the Councils costs will increase. 
 

13.5 The HRA currently holds a reserve balance based on 3% of budgeted rent 
levels. The forecast position for 2020/21 is estimated at £0.666m.       

 
14 What are the legal aspects? 

 
14.4 The HRA is a statutory account and is managed in line with legal and 

accounting guidelines laid down by Government. The Council has 
responsibility for managing the HRA and determining the annual capital and 
revenue budgets. In line with Section 103 of the Housing Act 1985, it will be 
necessary to serve notice of change of terms of tenancy on all tenants. 
 
 
 



15 What risks are there and how can they be reduced? 
 

15.4 There are inherent risks in the HRA due to factors outside the control of 
Cheshire West and Chester Council: 

 Policy changes by Central Government; changes to rent setting or right to 
buy policy could significantly alter the HRA Financial Plan 

 Interest rate risk and exposure to fluctuations in financing costs 
 

15.5 Through careful financial management, financial reserves are sufficient to 
reduce the exposure of the HRA to external factors. 
 

15.6 The timescale for the decision on any rent increase or decrease must be made 
by the end of February in order to ensure there is sufficient time to serve legal 
notices to tenants. 

  
16 What is the impact of the decision on Health Inequalities and Equality 

and Diversity issues? 
 

16.1 The Council’s housing estates are located in some of the more deprived areas 
 (as measured by the Government’s index of deprivation) in West Cheshire and 
a number of areas, particularly around the centre of Ellesmere Port, fall within 
the bottom 5% and 10% nationally of deprived areas. Improving the housing 
service, providing enhanced advice and support, and the scale of the Housing 
Capital Investment Programme, will help to improve the living conditions of 
many households and help to reduce fuel bills and the incidence of fuel 
poverty. Increased investment will also provide more job and apprenticeship 
opportunities to local residents. 

 
17 What are the implications of the decision on climate change? 

  
17.1 Across the social housing sector, there is a push to improve the energy        

efficiency of the housing stock. In October 2019 Cabinet approved the 30 year         
Housing Revenue Account Housing Investment which will ensure the Council’s         
properties perform at a high level and remain desirable. The Governments 
recommended system for producing a home energy rating is the Standard 
Assessment Procedure (SAP). The average SAP rating of the housing stock is 
68, and this score will be raised starting with the lowest performing properties 
first.  
 

17.2 Interventions will be targeted intelligently to improve the rating and energy 
efficiency of the stock, but also balance the needs of ventilation, insulation, 
draught proofing, and efficient heat sources. An intelligence based approach 
to this targeted investment will allow the Council to minimise fuel poverty, 
reduce its carbon footprint and provide warm homes which in turn will        
contribute to the health and wellbeing of tenants.  
 

17.3 Future activities include identifying and securing grants and renewable energy        
income streams, delivering targeted carbon reduction work and provide 
extensive advice to tenants to ensure they are able to use their homes in the 
most energy efficient ways. The delivery of an ERDF funded investment 



scheme is currently underway to provide External Wall Insulation to the 
remaining properties where this is an appropriate treatment, and install the first 
Solar PV panels to the stock. The Council and ForHousing will continue to 
make use of emerging technologies to reduce the carbon footprint of the stock.  
 

17.4 The role of procurement is important and the use of e-tendering platforms,        
simplification of processes and the use of appropriate innovation and 
technology can minimise the costs and environmental impact of the 
procurement process and ensure that the services procured have maximum 
impact. By promoting sourcing of products from sustainable resources, the re-
use and recycling of materials, minimising transport related emissions and 
avoiding environmentally damaging materials and processes we can 
collectively reduce carbon generation associated with the delivery of works. 
We will also prioritise the use of suppliers and contractors who can 
demonstrate ethical working practices and a genuine commitment to reducing 
their environmental impact.  
 

18 Are there any other options? 
 

18.1 The Council could choose to not increase rents, or to increase rents by less 
than the prescribed formula, however this would have a cumulative detrimental 
impact upon the HRA business plan and financial position which is not 
sustainable and would impact upon the Council’s ability to maintain and 
improve the housing stock for current and future residents. Therefore this is 
not recommended. 
 
 
 

For further information: 
Cabinet Member: Councillor Richard Beacham 
 
Officer: Alison Amesbury 
Tel No: 0151 356 6412 
Email: Alison.amesbury@cheshirewestandchester.gov.uk  
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